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The Midrashic Explanation of the Ten Plagues 


Forward 


During last year’s Passover (Pesach) 5762/2002, after finishing the reading of the Haggadah, my 
father-in-law, Al, and I, started discussing the Ten Plagues. The Haggadah fulfills its purpose by | 
mentioning them and instructing us to spill a drop of wine from the cup as each plague is mentioned.” But 
reading the Haggadah and the Passover story alone doesn’t answer why these particular plagues were 
used to inflict punishment on the Egyptians. G-d~ could have easily punished the Egyptians with other 
natural disasters, such as earthquakes or volcanic eruptions. 

I began researching the Torah portions dealing with the plagues in the five-volume series, The 
Midrash Says, by Rabbi Moshe Weissman. Divided into the weekly Torah portions selected and adapted 
from the Talmud and Midrash, this series offers insights and behind-the-scenes events into the stories of 
the Bible. The Midrash is the fascinating body of Jewish literature told from the perspective of our 
Jewish Sages, designed to reveal hidden and deeper meaning in the Scriptures. This is based on the belief 
that every word in the Torah is from G-d and therefore no words or even letter in the Torah, according to 
the Rabbis, are to be regarded as superfluous.’ 

By reading the Midrash, I discovered that there are, in fact, traditional explanations as to why 
these particular plagues were chosen by G-d. Al than gave me the idea to provide this information as a 
supplement to the Passover story. It is my hope that the following information will enhance your 
understanding of this Jewish holiday. 


Introduction 


Passover is the most widely observed Jewish holiday. It celebrates not only G-d’s freeing the 
Jewish slaves from Egyptian bondage, but the beginning of Jewish nationhood as well. The story of the 
first Passover dominates the book of Exodus i.e., the second book of the Torah. 

In the story, Moses transmits G-d’s message to Pharaoh to let the Hebrews go. Pharaoh however 
denies this request more than once. What follows are the Ten Plagues which inflict the Egyptian people. 
The goal of the Ten Plagues wasn’t to compel Pharaoh to free the Hebrews-the last plague alone would 
have been sufficient for that; it is to show G-d’s power over the [false] gods of Egypt and to punish the 
Egyptians for the inhuman slavery they have imposed on the Hebrews.” 

In order to fully appreciate the manner in which G-d repaid the Egyptians with the inflictions, the 
Midrash uses the Torah concept of midda-keneged-midda (measure for measure). According to this 
concept, a person is repaid by Heaven in a manner corresponding to the way in which he acts. The reward 
or punishment which G-d brings upon a person mirrors his own deeds. At the time of reckoning, then, he 
will then be aware that what happens to him is not a result of chance, but of Divine Providence. 

Therefore, according to the Midrash on the parshiyos (Torah sections) of Va-ayra and Bo in the book of 
Exodus, the Sages teach that each Plague was an individually tailored response to a particular type of 
brutality (or several atrocities) which the Egyptians perpetrated on their victims, the Jews.> What follows ; 
then are a listing of the Ten Plagues and what actions by the Egyptians warranted these divinely delivered 
inflictions. 


* While we rejoice at our salvation, we nonetheless retain our sensitivities to the suffering of the Egyptians by diminishing our 
joy, by drinking a bit less wine, and thus reducing the enjoyment by that amount. 

~ The reason G-d is spelled as such is due to the commandment to not use His name in vain. Since His name is on paper, one 
could crumple up and discard the paper with His name, which would be a violation of this commandment. To avoid this, His 
name is therefore spelled in a different way from the norm. 

" See Rabbi Joseph Telushkin, Jewish Literacy (New York: William Morrow & Co., Inc., 1991) p.157. 

* See Ibid. p.49. . 

° Rabbi Moshe Weissman, The Midrash Says : Beraishis (New York: Bnay.Yakov Publications, 1980) p.xv. 


Midrashic explanation of the Ten Plagues 


First Plague — Blood 


“So says the L-rd, ‘Through this shall you know that I am the L-rd; behold, with the staff that is in my 
hand I shall strike the waters that are in the River, and they shall change to blood.” (Exodus 7:17) 


“Seven days were completed after the L-rd struck the River.” (Exodus 7:25) 
According to the Midrash, each plague was intended to last seven days. 


Why did G-d afflict the Egyptians with the plague of turning the water of the Nile river into blood? 


The Jewish Sages cite three reasons. 


(1) The Egyptians worshipped the Nile and the G-d of the Jews was demonstrating to them that the river 
was not, in fact, divine. 

(2) The sight of blood reminded the Egyptians of the innocent Jewish blood they had spilled. 

(3) HaShem* was punishing them through the Nile because the Egyptians had | attempted to prevent Jewish 
women from immersing themselves in the river to be pure for their husbands. 


Second Plague — Frogs 


“And the L-rd spoke unto Moses: ‘Go in unto Pharaoh, and say unto him: Thus saith the L-rd: “Let My 
people go, that they may serve Me. And if thou refuse to let them go, behold, I will smite all thy borders — 
with frogs.” (Exodus 7:22) 


This plague was brought by G-d through Aaron, Moses’ brother, and not through Moses. The reason 
being that it would not be right for Moses to smite the river which had protected his basket and thus saved 
his life, when he was a newborn. (Exodus 8:1). 


What was the reason for the plague of the frogs? 


The Midrash tells us that Hashem was punishing the Egyptians with the plagues midda-keneged-midda 
(measure for measure). The Egyptians used to torture their unfortunate Jewish victims by ordering them 
to collect all types of loathsome creeping animals and insects (for which they had no use except the 
sadistic delight in making the lives of the Jews miserable); G-d therefore brought upon the Egyptians 
repulsive frogs which nauseated them in return. 


Third Plague — Lice (Gnats, Vermin) 


“And the L-rd said unto Moses: ‘Say unto Aaron: Stretch out they rod, and smite the dust of the earth, that 
it may become gnats throughout all the land of Egypt.’” (Exodus 8:12) 


" Literally means the (Ha-) Name (Shem), G-d. 


” The Nile was being used as a Mikveh, the ritual bath used for the spiritual purification, namely by women after menstruation 
and childbirth. 
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The Midrash cites as that the reason for the plague of lice is as follows. The Egyptians ordered that the 
Jews sweep the dust from the streets and market places. As punishment, G-d converted all the dust into 
lice. As soon as this plague began, the Jews were free from slave labor since there was no longer any 
clean earth available for building. 


Midrashic side note: Our forefather Jacob prophetically foresaw the Ten Plagues. He commanded his son 
Joseph to take his corpse out of Egypt since this plague was revealed to him and he did want his corpse to 
suffer from it. (Genesis 49:29-30) 


Fourth Plague —Wild Beasts 


“For if you do not send out My people, behold, I shall incite against you, your servants, your people, and 
your houses, the swarm of wild beasts; and the houses of Egypt shall be filled with the swarm, and even 
the ground upon which they are.” (Exodus 8:1 7) 


Biblical and Talmudic commentator par excellence, Rashi (Hebrew acronym for Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki — 
(1040-1105 CE)), explained that this plague consisted of every manner of aggressive wild beast, snake, 
and scorpion. e 


According to the commentary on the Bible by Rabbi Moshe Alsheich (1508-15937) titled Alshich and 
Bible commentator Malbin (acronym for Meir Leibush ben Yechiel Michel (1809-1879)), G-d took away 
the animals’ natural fear of humans in order to attack the Egyptians. 


Based on the Sforno, the classic commentary on the Torah by Rabbi Ovadiah Sforno of Italy (1470-1550) 
the verse “and even the ground” means that not only were animals roaming free throughout the land and 
houses, but the very ground teemed with snakes and other creatures that nest underground, so that the 
Egyptians could not feel secure even behind locked doors. 


Why did G-d plague Egypt with Wild Beasts? 


According to the Midrash, the first three plagues were based on Egyptian cruelty before G-d 
executed the Ten Plagues. This plague was in response to a new form of Egyptian barbarity after the third 
plague. After the plague of turning dust into lice, the Egyptians realize that the children of Israel could no 
longer build cities for them. To punish the Jews for this, the Egyptians ordered them to catch wild beasts 
for them in the hope that the Jews would be killed in the process. G-d therefore turned the wild beasts on 
the Egyptians instead. 


Fifth Plague —Cattle Disease (Pestilence) 
“The L-rd said to Moses, “Come to Pharaoh and speak to him, ‘So said the L-rd, the G-d of the Hebrews: _ 


Let My people go, that they may serve Me. For if you refuse to let them go ... behold, the hand of the. * 
L-rd is upon your livestock ...; there shall be a very severe epidemic.” (Exodus 9:1-3) 


Why did the L-rd bring the Plague of cattle disease (pestilence)? 





* The Artscroll Series / Stone Edition The Chumash (New York: Mesorah Publications, 2000), p.332-333. 
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The Egyptians, according to the Midrash, had forced the Jews to become shepherds and donkey-drivers in 
deserted spots and distant mountains to prevent them from multiplying. As a punishment, all their 
animals perished.” 


Sixth Plague —Boils 


The Plague of Boils befell the Egyptians to punish them midda-keneged-midda (measure for measure) for 
one of their crimes against the Jews: The Egyptians had compelled the children of Israel to prepare their 
bath water by either heating or cooling the water. As punishment, the Egyptians now could no longer 
bathe, for, plagued by boils, they could not tolerate contact with either hot or cold water. 


This plague was also the way of repaying the Egyptians back for never allowing a Jew ,while working for 
them, even a single moment’s rest time to interrupt and scratch himself if he felt the urge. Now the 
Egyptians were given to feel on their own bodies what it was like to be irritated without being able to 
relieve the itch! 


Seventh Plague —Hail 


“You still tread upon My people, not to send them out. Behold, at this time tomorrow I shall rain a very 
heavy hail, such as there has never been in Egypt, from the day it was founded until now.” (Exodus 9:17- 
18) 


This Plague, according to the Midrash, began as mere rain because G-d hoped that the Egyptians would 
do teshuva (penance, return to G-d). Since the Egyptians did not repent, the rain converted into a storm 
followed by huge hailstones from Heaven, composed of blocks of ice and of fire. The fire did not 
consume the ice, nor did the ice extinguish the fire. 


G-d punished the Egyptians with hail composed of fire in order to punish in a manner similar to that done 
to reshaim (wicked people) in Gehinnom (hell) who must undergo the torments of fire. 


It is also said that some of the hailstones are still suspended in the sky and will rain down in the future 
during the period of Gog and Magog.” 


Eighth Plague —Locusts 


For if you [Pharaoh] refuse to send forth My people, behold, tomorrow I shall bring a locust-swarm into 
your border. (Parshas Bo; Exodus 10:4) 


loecust /I° k?st/ n. 1. grasshoppers migrating in swarms and destroying vegetation.° 

The Midrash cites as the reason for this plague as G-d once again punishing the Egyptians midda- 
keneged-midda (measure for measure). The Egyptians had forced the children of Israel to sow their crops. 
Now the locusts destroyed whatever the Jews had sown. 


> see Rabbi Moshe Weissman The Midrash Says: The Book of Sh’mos (New York: Benei Yakov Publications, 2000) p.72. 
* Reference to the last battle that will take place in the world. After that war Isaiah’s prophecy (2:4) that "They shall beat their 
swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks; nation will not lift sword against nation and they will no longer 
study warfare" will be fulfilled. 
° The Oxford Desk Dictionary and Thesaurus American Edition (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997). 
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Furthermore, after the previous plague, the Plague of Hail, the Egyptians believed that they would 
benefit from the fruits that fell to the ground when the hailstones shattered the trees. G-d Demers sent 
the locusts to consume anything edible that had been thrown to the — ~ ie hail. 


mints nL Plagne ~Darkness 


“And the L-rd said unto Wins ‘Stretch forth your nel toward. the avai ant dents shall be daticgna’ 
over the _ of Egypt, and the EaTRESS will be ae a ‘(exodus 10: Meat) 


AS micationsd colin the Mideashy, states that. ails ele lasted s seven dee: ‘Based on. the Midrash, 
Rashi interprets that there were two different degrees of darkness, each lasting for three days. The 
seventh day of darkness was reserved for ie e Spitting of me net wee biti — SneOn Si : 
army so that it could not attack the Jews. : 3 | ee f ty 


It is important to note that the plagues only affected the Egyptians, but not the Israelites, Therefore , why 
were the Egyptians plunged into darkness oe the children of Israel « eny joyed a all | 


The Egyptians were being punished hy ae a eee one - hele Sadistic amusements. An 
Egyptian would order a Jew, “Hold this burning candle while I eat supper, but hold it straight! One move 
and your head will be split with this sword!” And the poor, trembling Jew had to stand motionless with a 
candle on his head while the Egyptian enjoyed his meal. Now G-d reversed their roles, ne the 
Egyptians to remain motionless and dismal while the children of Israel enjoyed themselves.’ pat 
This plague would especially affect the spirits of the Egyptians, whose chief object of wership was Ra, 
the sun-god. Egyptian Pharaoh Merneptah, who ruled Egypt after Rameses the Great, from I2)2- 1202 _ 
BCE, is depicted in a sculptured effigy with the inscription, ‘He:adores the sun.’ i : 
The darkness, in addition, was symbolic of the fact that the Egyptians had chosent a life of spiitasl 
darkness, while the B’nai Yisrael had accepted upon themselves G-d’s Torah:and mitzvos, which a are = | 
compared to light. Therefore, they merited actual light. 


Tenth Plague — Slaying of the First Born 


“And the L-rd said unto Moses: ‘Yet one plague more will I bring upon Pharaoh, and upon Eeyot: 
afterwards he will. let you go hence ..; and all the first-born inthe land of Egypt shall die” (Exodus 11:1-.. 
5) 


The Midrash states that the Egyptians dcanteedi to vies their aainen slain as a punishment for 
having attempted to. annihilate the children of Israel who are called, G-d’s first-born son. -G-d; however, « 
hoped the Egyptians would do teshuva i.e, penance, and return to.G-d_as soon as they were made to suffer 
and their nina were struck. = AUS, the cual that was a ishreal to their lives could nave Deen avoided. 





” see ie J. H. Fieve, 7; he Pentateuch — Haftorahs ficoniton Oxford Ghivesiy Dis, 1941) p p.250. | OE Fn 
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The order which G-d employed in bringing the Plagues resembled the tactics of a king who wants 
to wage war to subdue an enemy country. 


Blood — In subduing an enemy country, the invader’s first action is to cut off the country" S water r supplies. 
Thus, G-d converted the water of the eeypuats into an a — | | 7 


Frogs — Thereafter, the attacker frightens the enemy rai loud noises, ‘known as s pychologcal warfare. 
Similarly, G-d eaten the very whose CELaane terrorized! the HeypRANSSs : 


Lice — Next: the i seat ings weNBGHS to eine? ‘proj wiectiles: i ‘they bows atid arrows, Or ee ere guns, 
bullets, and missiles, against the enemy. In a similar way, G-d brought lice which attacked the Egyptians 
like arrows Sand bullets. 


Wild Beasts - T he stead hes calls foreign a wilieeae to join him. Thus Gd naieieetl all kinds of. 
eevee beasts from wi wilderness to Baber Reon the E Egypiians, 


Pestilence — ‘As the. sind nears. te va camp, he senile riders i in — of bie’ to > annihilate the e enemy S 
livestock. This was — my the Pestilence. : 7 , bite tat 


Boils — Coming e even closer to the suey Ss CHIN the conqueror seeks to destoy the © opposing army; ‘thus, 
G-d inflicted their bodies with boils. - uel | ie 15 we ps 


Hail — A military cemntaRager hurls missiles to demolish ihe city walls. 


Locuste: Subsequditln.s he ear his army to conquer ris city the: locusts finished off whatever was 
left by the hail. | 7 abe 


Darkness — Once he has possession of the city, he takes the enemies captive and imprisons them as: 
Poseurs Br war. 


Slaying. of the First-born. - Finally, Hee exeauies ‘fie en ana — of the enemy camp. 


Additional Reasons for the Ten Plagues 


© G- d 1 brought Ten Maneh' upon he E eatiaust to re Pharaoh who. healed ihe existerice of the Creator 
of the universe which had been prouent into existence By Ten PxOnpuncemens aia ae of spread : 


eThe enemies of fendi were afflicted ith Ten Plagues ipecanee Tovalts fonefisther Abithain badd 
successfully withstood Ten Trials. (mentioned in the Bible and Midrash). 


e The Plagues emerged from all the various elements (water, earth, sky) to demonstrate that G-d is the 
Master over them all. 


* According to Jewish mysticism, based on the book of Genesis, when G-d created the world, He first made a pronouncement, 
in which an aspect of existence materialized right after. The first of these pronouncements is attributed to the Scriptural words 
"In the beginning..." The second, "And G-d said ‘Let there be light.’” The third: "And G-d said ‘Let there be a firmament in 
the midst of the waters.’” etc. G-d ee wated to use the same number of sigpst to ani Pharaoh as ie had used to- 
create the universe. 


— Nigsan 14- 7”. 5763/Passover el 16-24, 2003 - . | 6 


Who was Pharaoh and Whatever happened to him according to Jewish tradition? 
“A new king arose over Egypt, who did not know Joseph.” (Exodus 1:8) 


Who was this new king of Egypt who enslaved Joseph’s people, the same Joseph who saved this 
nation from famine and financial collapse? To solve the problem of gratitude for Joseph’s statecraft, a 
“new” Pharaoh came to the fore not knowing Joseph. The Talmud (Sota 11a Gemara) cites two different 
views as to who this “new” king was. One view is that this king who ill-treated the Jews was actually a_ 
new monarch. The other view asserts that he was the same Pharaoh as previously who had merely revised 
his policy toward the Jews. 

Chasidic philosophy derived a following insight from the name Pharaoh. The name Pharaoh, 
1105), shares the same Hebrew letters as the word "17 (pronounced ha-oref), which means “the back 
of the neck.” In an allegorical sense, exile involves turning one’s back. Just as two people standing back 
to back may be close to each other but unaware of each other’s presence, so too, in exile, we are not fully 
conscious that G-d remains present in every element of existence.° 

Jewish traditional sources do not identify the name of the Egyptian Pharaoh. Pharaoh’s identity 
was apparently not considered relevant to the Passover story. It is beyond the scope of this paper to 
determine who Pharaoh may have been. Research into which Egyptian Pharaoh the Bible refers to has 
been done outside Jewish traditional sources by experts in the field of archaeology and ancient history. 
What happened to Pharaoh himself? According to one opinion, while his entire army drowned, he 
remained alive, to witness the joy of the Israelites. Finally, at the end, he also drowned. According to 
another view, he survived, never to return to Egypt. Instead, he lived in exile, proclaiming G-d’s 
greatness. 

According to a midrashic composition titled “Pirkei D’Rabbi Eliezer”, Pharaoh is living proof of 
the power of repentance, teshuva. This Jewish classical work says that the Almighty spared him, and he 
fled to Nineveh where he became king. He was the ruler to whom the prophet Jonah (of the Jonah and the 
big fish fame) was sent, and he listened attentively to the prophet’s message. (Pirkai D’Rabbi Eliezer 33). 
The modern mind may be challenged by this second opinion for the following reasons. If we hold the 
time of the Exodus to be around 1200 BCE’ and the time of Nineveh was about 800 BCE, Pharaoh would 
have been approximately 400 years old. While Jewish tradition doesn’t compel one to hold this view, the 
traditional ruling is that one cannot deny its possibility either. 


Making a Negative Into a Positive 


Our people’s state of slavery at the beginning of their history induced them to feel commiseration 
and sympathy for the suffering and the oppressed. A great number of Torah commands conclude with the 
words, “and you shall remember that you were a slave in Egypt.” The Torah demands sensitivity and 
consideration for the downtrodden and lowly, reminding us that we were once in a similar position. As a 
result, the Jews became a people whose acts of kindness and charity are unique. 


(The ideas expressed in this here were based upon the Maharal, acronym for Rabbi Yehudah Loewe ben ; 
Bezalel (1526-1609) and the Michtav MeEliyahu, collected writings and discourses of Rabbi Eliyahu 
Eliezer Dessler (1891-1954), of the Mussar movement.) 


® See Rabbi Eli Touger At Our Rebbes’ Seder Table (New York: Sichos in English, 1995) p.25 based on Rabbi Sholom Dovber 
Schneerson (the Rashab, the fifth Lubavitcher Rebbe) Sefer HaMamaarim 5672, Vol. 11, p.857 
” see Judah Gribetz The Timetables of Jewish History (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1993) p.9. | 
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